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 Abstract 
“It’s	Not	Worth	Fixin’”:	The	Enactment	of	Capacity		and	Deservingness	in	a	Kensington	Repair	Shop	Justin	Nathaniel	Charles	Carone			
By imposing a purportedly egalitarian meritocratic ideal, institutions of disciplinary power, 
including regulatory agencies, systems of wage labor management, and educational opportunity struc-
tures, naturalize the gross social inequities evident in the capitalistic social formations of the United 
States. This thesis draws upon theoretical framings from labor history, disability studies, queer theory, 
and science and technology studies to explore, interrogate, and destabilize the notions of hierarchy 
and merit that underlie the practices of such institutions. It develops the notion of “deservingness” 
from poverty studies to reveal how the measurement and delineation of identity categories like pro-
ductive capacity and its constituent parts, intellectual capacity and physical ability, serve to legitimize 
an unequal distribution of power and resources, in part by obfuscating the conflation of these catego-
ries with the more familiar identity categories of race, gender, sexuality, and disability. Using an “on-
tological toolkit,” this thesis proceeds to follow various enactments of the consumer appliance—and, 
along with it, the “productive worker”—in a small, independently owned appliance repair shop and 
across the practices of the institutions of disciplinary power with which its employees interface. 
Through an ethnographic and ontological analysis of repair in the Philadelphia neighborhood of Ken-
sington, this thesis reveals that, rather than being inevitable or “units continuous in time,” all the 
categories that we use to organize our world, whether they refer to identities or objects, are both 
constituted by and constitutive of a complex set of social relations and ideological priorities. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 “Justin is going to have to work with his hands”: Positionality 
My second grade teacher cautioned my parents in the above manner after the 
results of my first IQ test came back. Two decades have passed, and I am still un-
wrapping the meaning behind this short utterance, and that is, in part, what this mas-
ter’s thesis seeks to do through an exploration of appliance repair work in the Phila-
delphia neighborhood of Kensington. 
My parents chose to withhold this utterance from me for almost a decade, 
until at the age of fifteen, I began to attend the local university part-time in order to 
graduate from high school one year early. By then, my family had instilled in me the 
value of working with my hands, having taught me to build and repair what was 
needed before considering the purchase of anything new. This practice was of course 
partially contingent upon our economic circumstances, likely classified somewhere 
near the lower-middle class, but also upon a kind of material engagement that I 
would later learn had simultaneously fallen out of vogue in certain circles and re-
mained consistent with a set of ideological commitments in others. 
After my early escape from high school, I enrolled at Drexel University in 
Philadelphia and learned the true cost of obtaining an education without having the 
means to pay for it outright. My own economic circumstances in turn led me to put 
the skills that I had learned as a child to use and, following the instruction of my 
second grade teacher, I began working with my hands as a University employee who 
repaired audio, video, and computer equipment in exchange for a free education 
	 2	
and an annual salary. Some years later my meandering studies finally provided me 
with the tools necessary to critically reflect on the changing conditions of my working 
environment. This changing set of conditions eventually revealed to me how little 
the skill of repair is valued in American culture. 
For the first four years of my working life, I managed to evade many of the 
constraints that typify large bureaucratic institutions like Drexel. My offshoot depart-
ment of two staff members was given a small sum of money each year and expected 
to make sure that classroom equipment worked for professors and students. After 
restructuring placed us under a much larger, more bureaucratically complex depart-
ment, I observed the implementation of new policies that were consistent with the 
labor practices theorized and achieved by another, much earlier Philadelphian: Fred-
erick Winslow Taylor. I was greeted by requirements to log carefully each minute of 
work and each completed task, ticketing systems that would place us at a remove 
from the people whom we help, and most troublingly for myself, strict rules about 
which pieces of equipment deserved repair. Management was imposing a division 
of labor in explicit terms and record time and, with it, was taking from me the things 
that I had enjoyed most about my job: the freedom to choose the tasks on which I 
would like to work, the ability to learn new skills through the practice of repair work, 
and the opportunity to build relationships with the individuals for whom I repaired 
equipment. 
Throughout my work on this thesis, I have continued my employment as an 
A/V technician and, in my free time, found relaxation in the repair work that I assign 
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to myself at home, whether that is working on computers, bicycles, or my leaky 
apartment. A continuity exists between these spheres of my life not only in their focus 
on repair, but also in the manner of thought and reflection that both require. It is my 
recognition of this continuity, as well as its inconsistency with the denigration of 
repair work and elevation of intellectual pursuits under American capitalism, that 
informs this study. Perhaps more significantly, this continuity also challenges the bi-
naristic and hierarchical enactment of hand and mind embodied in my second grade 
teacher’s warning: “Justin is going to have to work with his hands.” 
The preceding events help to explain in part what led me to select appliance 
repair work in Kensington as the case study for this thesis. Given my proclivity toward 
repair, I was immediately intrigued when I first noted a concentration of appliance 
repair shops in Kensington and their relative absence from other sections of Phila-
delphia. I was curious as to why this concentration existed and what it might say 
about our attitudes towards repaired appliances, the work of repair, and the individ-
uals who make their living through this work. Additionally, my dual role as a repair 
worker and an academic interested in labor conditions introduced several tensions 
into my desire to study this case. While I had experienced first-hand the tendency to 
conflate the work of repair with particular intellectual capacities, I risked making 
direct comparisons between my experience and the experience of those whom I was 
studying. Furthermore, as my fieldwork ultimately made clear for me, I was legible 
in Kensington as possessing certain privileges as a white, middle-class, highly edu-
cated male. I was therefore simultaneously cast as an actor and a repair worker, an 
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observer and an analyst, and a “hood tourist.” Indeed, I chose this study in some 
degree to explore how my own identity categories, embodied and ascribed, but 
never static or entirely distinct, produce one another and inform my work as an ac-
ademic, a repair worker, a “hood tourist,” and an individual acting in and on the 
world.  
I have begun with this personal exposition to make clear that this thesis does 
not attempt to represent a state of affairs that I see as being “out there in the world,” 
ready for us to comprehend in some objective sense. Instead, I have chosen to root 
this study in my own positionality from the very start. My own engagement with 
repair, first as a stigmatized future, then as a rewarding form of paid labor, and finally 
as a source of enjoyment denied, shapes this study. Through a review of selected 
literature and case study, this thesis seeks to explore the set of historically, socially, 
and economically contingent processes that render statements like my second grade 
teacher’s legible and meaningful, as well as to understand the inequities that familiar 
categories like intellectual capacity, deservingness, and productivity help to pro-
duce. Lastly, this thesis hopes to find alternatives to my teacher’s proposed solution 
and the conventional enactment of labor under American capitalism or, at the very 
least, open up space for alternatives by destabilizing naturalized categories. 
Kensington 
This thesis focuses on my ethnographic observations of a single repair shop 
in the community of Kensington, a Philadelphia neighborhood with contested 
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boundaries that are geographically difficult to specify. The Census Bureau, commu-
nity organizations, and residents of Kensington each draw the boundaries of the 
neighborhood along a different set of lines (Goode and Maskovsky 2001; NKCDC 
2015; Lansky et al. 2011). The repair shop at the center of this study is located on 
Kensington Avenue, a main thoroughfare that is home to countless appliance and 
electronics repair shops. Once an industrial hub for the manufacture of textiles, Ken-
sington is now known by many in Philadelphia as a hotbed of substance use, partic-
ularly heroin, and prostitution, problems which are evident throughout the neighbor-
hood. Yet, the work of repair is similarly evident in Kensington. In front of each ap-
pliance repair shop, typically signaled by a hand-painted sign or a wall-sized mural, 
repaired appliances line the sidewalks for a hundred feet on either side of the street. 
The abundance of repair work in this neighborhood is not distinct from its other fea-
tures, including high rates of poverty, high unemployment, and substance use, but 
instead reveals a set of relations that constitute the neighborhood as a whole: from 
the individuals who make up the community to its enactment through the deeply 
unjust practices and ideologies of stratified work and skill that guide institutions of 
disciplinary power, such as regulatory agencies, systems of wage labor management, 
and structures of educational opportunity, under advanced capitalism. 
Capitalism, Hierarchy, Deservingness, and Ontology 
This thesis will move through several theoretical framings in order to explore, 
interrogate, and destabilize notions of hierarchy, merit, and deservingness. This pro-
cess will begin with broad critiques of capitalism that I have pulled from the fields of 
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sociology, anthropology, and history to focus on the structural conditions and ideo-
logical commitments to a purportedly egalitarian meritocratic ideal that guide the 
actions of institutions and social bodies. However, as the work of queer theorists 
(Fifield and Letts 2014) and scholarship in disability studies (Carlson 2010; Davis 
2013) make clear, related critiques of neoliberalism and meritocracy, while useful in 
pointing towards issues of inequality, are inadequate to probe the sets of practices 
that produce identities and hierarchies as meaningful ways of organizing individuals 
and societies. Drawn from multiple disciplines, other theorists who employ intersec-
tional analyses help to reveal these organizational schemes as constructed around 
categories of personhood. According to Patrick Grzanka (2014), for example, these 
categories are ascribed and embodied identities that result from and produce prac-
tices of power, such as those employed by institutional systems of regulatory policy 
making, wage labor, education, and the interpersonal interactions that are constitu-
tive of communities of practice. Individuals working in science and technology stud-
ies (STS) further reveal that categories of personhood, as a conceptual and instrumen-
tal possibility, rely upon systems of measure that assume the existence of a single 
continuous reality against which they can be delineated (Wise 2011; Collins and 
Pinch 2014). By unseating the certainty with which such an assumption is made, this 
thesis seeks to destabilize not only the identities that legitimize hierarchical forms of 
social organization, but also the power that is embedded within the idea that we can 
measure categories of personhood against a continuous, objective reality. 
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The organization of wage labor systems in the United States and abroad rely 
upon a delineation of “types” of work, and thus also of “types” of workers suited to 
that work. Explored by labor historians such as Harry Braverman in Labor and Mo-
nopoly Capital (1974) the dichotomy of hand and mind, of conception and execu-
tion, is one result of such a delineation. It is also evident in the process of (re)skilling, 
which shifts conceptual tasks away from physical ones, or from the worker to man-
agement, and thus also shifts the power to determine conditions of work. Institutions 
of government and wage labor likewise contribute to shifts in relations of power by 
commodifying work, and increasingly other aspects of individual lives, in a fashion 
that renders it meaningful exclusively in economic terms. Embedded within broader 
systems of capitalism, workers lose power not only to determine the conditions of 
their labor, but also the conditions of their political and social lives, which become 
intimately tied to their capacities as laborers (Braverman 1974). 
Works by two authors in particular, Douglas Harper and Mike Rose, moti-
vated the writing of this thesis and are crucial in its theoretical framings. Harper’s 
Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop (1987) and Rose’s The 
Mind at Work: Valuing the Intelligence of the American Worker (2004) outline ways 
in which we might engage with issues of repair, labor, and valuations thereof. Har-
per’s dissolution of common distinctions between repair and production undermines 
the priority of predictability in industrial production, instead demonstrating the role 
that this priority plays in obfuscating more just practices that recognize the contin-
gency of work upon community relationships. Rose (2004) draws our attention to the 
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conflation of work with types of workers and their intellectual capacities under in-
dustrial capitalism, and thus also to the “powerful effect our assumptions about in-
telligence have on the way people are defined and treated in the classroom, the 
workplace, and the public sphere” (17). Together, Harper and Rose lay the ground-
work for this thesis by introducing us to the notion of intellectual capacity and its 
uses to determine both who is and who is not deserving of the purported opportuni-
ties of education and employment in the United States. 
This notion of capacity as a set of skills, knowledge, and competencies em-
bodied by the individual begins to hint at the unjust meritocratic ideal taking form 
under industrial capitalism. Beginning with childhood education, a set of practices 
embed measurements of intellectual capacity, physical ability, and earning potential 
into categories of personhood (Bowles and Gintis 1976). This process serves the dual 
purpose of naturalizing the hierarchical arrangement of society while masking its 
continued reliance on race, gender, sexuality, and other identity categories. Regula-
tory agencies and the practices of diversity management in corporate and educa-
tional institutions decry such categories as an unjust means of determining individual 
worth in terms of access to workforce and educational opportunity structures, yet 
these categories are simultaneously conflated with notions of capacity through sci-
entific research endeavors that guide decision-making about access. As regulatory 
policies, wage labor systems, and educational opportunity structures, enact capacity 
as a category of personhood, deservingness becomes a just means of distributing 
power, privilege, and resources unequally across the population. 
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In this thesis, we might understand “deservingness” as a kind of measurement 
that relies upon the notion of a single, continuous reality. Thus, one of my purposes 
consists of highlighting the enactment of multiple realities in order to unseat the pri-
macy of deservingness as a means of organizing a stratified, hierarchical society. By 
exploring physical objects, repaired appliances, and their deservingness, I hope to 
unseat that which is most easily granted status as an objective, single, continuous 
unit: the non-human or human-made object. We can therefore understand an appli-
ance not as a single discrete unit or objective form, but instead as one enactment 
among many made possible by the heterogeneous practices of regulation, produc-
tion, consumption, and repair. This process reveals that the production of appliances 
in turn produces categories of personhood as we draw demarcations around individ-
uals, whether the student, the wage laborer, the consumer, or the repair person, and 
objects of knowledge. If we can make less certain the notion that an object exists 
identically across discrete practices, then the underlying premise of a continuous 
reality against which to measure people as deserving or undeserving also becomes 
less certain. Moreover, if we no longer measure the deservingness of individuals 
against a continuous reality, we might also understand the meritocratic ideal of mod-
ern capitalist society as beholden to a set of priorities that are far from inevitable, 
instead serving to maintain and naturalize hierarchies of power and privilege. 
With the above theoretical framings in view, this thesis will explore the work 
of repair in a small, independently owned and operated shop as a form of resistance 
and a site in which individuals actively enact a set of alternative social relations. My 
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aim is not to describe the world more accurately, but rather to describe the work of 
repair in such a way as to recognize that more equitable labor circumstances are 
possible and required if we are committed to overcoming the gross social inequities 
embedded within the practices of capitalism at every level, from the structural to the 
personal. Finally, this work is in many ways a self-interested one. Through my chosen 
case study, I have grappled with ideas that are critical of capitalism and present an 
anti-essentialist conception of identities. These concepts are at odds with how I have 
thought of the world throughout much of my life, but exploring them provides me 
with immense pleasure and fulfills an impulse to improve the social conditions that 
they reveal. Working through the tensions that exist between this pursuit of pleasure 
and aims of social justice will thus become an integral part of my thesis and, hope-
fully, of my future academic work. 
Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Deservingness and the Social Relations of Capitalism 
Using a selection of relevant literature, this thesis proposes that we engage 
with deservingness as both an essentialized category of identity and a system of 
measure constructed by regulatory agencies, management of wage labor, and edu-
cational institutions.  Scholars from the field of poverty studies highlight that a critical 
analysis of the notion of deservingness is crucial for descriptions of inequities pro-
duced through ideologies that embrace meritocratic ideals in capitalistic social for-
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mations (Goode and Maskovsky 2001). Institutions that determine eligibility for fed-
eral welfare benefits often define the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor by the 
willingness of individuals to actively seek out and sustain gainful employment (Katz 
1989). More broadly, deservingness can function to legitimate unequal distributions 
of resources and reproduce relations of power where inequalities are seen as rational 
and just. The links between deservingness, work, and individual initiative are con-
sistent with an ideology of personal responsibility that places the onus of poverty on 
the individual and encourages her or him to take up entrepreneurship and economic 
participation as remedies of social ills (Harvey 2005). Such a conception of inequal-
ity not only renders invisible the structural causes of poverty, but also naturalizes 
constructed social relations and essentializes identity categories that rely on “deserv-
ingness.” We can now turn to one case in which the interaction of these concepts is 
made clear: that of stratified labor and its dialectical relationship with “types” of 
workers. 
The division of labor, relying on a relentless valuation of deservingness, makes 
ascribed notions of individual merit meaningful and thereby legitimizes social strat-
ification. Binaries, like that between conception and execution in the division of la-
bor, in fact produce organizational structures that naturalize hierarchy as an organi-
zational form (Braverman 1974). The constant valuation of individuals and groups 
around concepts of intellectual capacity and physical ability in turn maintain these 
forms across educational, working, and consumer contexts (Rose 2005). When these 
	 12	
valuations are embedded within identity categories, a labor structure in which cer-
tain “types” of people are deemed unfit for the creative, messy, conceptual work that 
is given higher status within this social form, as well as a corresponding class divi-
sion, becomes possible. 
Liberal conceptions of merit that reject discriminatory intent while supporting 
systems that actively perform discriminative work, such as through the violent en-
forcement of the notion that individuals possess quantifiable differences, further per-
petuate this stratification. A focus on inclusion and exclusion as the root of inequity 
continues to rely on many of the same valuations and identity categories that stabilize 
notions of difference and deservingness (Grzanka 2014). The act of organizing 
around these differences is made reasonable by, and performs a role in creating, the 
ascribed and embodied identity categories given quantified form through corporate 
diversity management practices and STEM equity initiatives (Gordon 1982; Slaton 
2010). Quantified categories of personhood that render a subject knowable in a man-
ner entirely removed from its social relations are only conceivable in a social system 
that reduces moral obligations to “impersonal arithmetic” and enforces them through 
the act or threat of violence (Graeber 2011, 18). As David Graeber argues in Debt, 
“these two elements — the violence and the quantification — are intimately linked” 
(2011, 19). Systems of authority and disciplinary power ensure the extraction of 
wealth from those subject to their authority through the use of violence, the threat of 
violence, or as I will argue, a kind of everyday violence that renders the suffering of 
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populations invisible to regulatory agencies that cast them as undeserving of the op-
portunities of a meritocratic ideal. 
The meritocratic ideal embedded within American democracy relies on the 
marriage of violence and quantification under a capitalistic ideology to perpetuate 
the naturalization of hierarchical relations. Challenging systems of stratification and 
quantification through democratic appeal, however, is unthinkable when citizenship 
is reduced to an economic form in which purchasing power equates to political 
power. The idea of “economic citizenship” as described by Lizbeth Cohen in A Con-
sumers’ Republic maps onto a social development, evident over the last century, that 
places purchasing power at the center of citizens’ engagement with their political 
and social standing (2008, 13). To be a good citizen is thus to be a good consumer, 
purchasing more goods so that the economy can improve, providing more jobs so 
that the tax base can increase, or so the argument goes. Economic citizenship simul-
taneously enacts political activities as akin to market transactions and further stratifies 
society by neglecting structural conditions that limit the participation of certain 
groups as citizen consumers. This logic thus vilifies the poor for not supporting the 
economy, and therefore the nation, due to their lower purchasing volume, but also 
challenges their status as “deserving” if they possess consumer goods like refrigera-
tors or cell phones (Kohler-Hausmann 2007). This double standard can enrich Co-
hen’s description of the economic citizen by recognizing the role that embodied 
ideologies of deservingness play in the self-regulation of oppressed groups. 
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The notion of economic citizenship also reveals the marginalization of a type 
of work done in the home, external to wage labor, and performed largely by women 
until the early twentieth century: the repair of consumer goods (Strasser 1999). Be-
ginning in the final decades of the nineteenth century, new industrial practices con-
tributed to increases in mass manufacturing and motivated a transition among con-
sumers to the purchase of new goods and the disposal of old ones. Consumer’s cycles 
of disposing of old and purchasing of new goods is informed by “the principle of 
fashion–obsolescence on the basis of style”. As Susan Strasser (1999), by way of 
Gilles Lipovetsky (1994), highlights “Fashion’s ‘abbreviated time span and its system-
atic obsolescence have become characteristics inherent in mass production and con-
sumption… consumers spontaneously hold that the new is by nature superior to the 
old.’”  As practices of consumption and planned obsolescence came to usurp repair 
and thrift as desirable practices, material engagements contingent upon lower mate-
rial wealth, along with the individuals who rely on them, became marginalized. As 
described by Susan Strasser in Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash, the shift 
towards disposable goods and away from repair had profound social and environ-
mental impacts (1999). Furthermore, these shifts were informed by the social system 
of which they were a part, one that prioritized choice through consumption over 
repair or modification. This shift not only influenced the deservingness of individuals 
and groups based on their practices of material engagement, but also the deserving-
ness of the material objects themselves as produced under a different set of priorities 
(Cowan 1983). 
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The reliance on repair work and repaired consumer goods is often contingent 
upon poverty. However, repaired consumer products challenge the role of the citizen 
consumer by denying the validity of the obsolescence of material goods. Repair work 
becomes marginalized as it does the work of making less certain the categories of 
deservingness produced through attempts to quantify and stratify the individual 
through the relentless valuation of her or his intellectual, physical, and economic 
capacities. To repair thus has the potential to eschew the capitalistic imperative of 
economic and productive growth in favor of practices that are more environmentally 
sustainable, more economically viable, and more socially just. 
Embodied Deservingness 
Labor institutions that ascribe deservingness construct it as a meaningful com-
ponent of identity around which to organize social relations. For this construction to 
function, individuals must first be knowable as a “self-evident phenomenon… a unit 
continuous in time” (Townley 1994, 11). Such an essentialization of the individual 
in turn makes modern management practices possible. Works like Frederick Wins-
low Taylor’s Principles of Scientific Management, published as a guide to industrial 
management in 1911 and still in print today, explicitly describe a method of produc-
ing individual identities through the practices of power and control that characterize 
modern capitalist labor relations. The act of ascribing fixed identities, such that a 
“workman of a given intellectual capacity… who is best suited to do the work is 
incapable of fully understanding this science,“ makes reasonable a division of labor 
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that separates conception and execution and places these capacities on a hierar-
chical scale (Taylor 1911, 74). As Barbara Townley makes clear in Reframing Human 
Resource Management, these ascriptions persist to this day in modern management 
practices, which ascribe fixed and continuous identities to individuals, isolated from 
the social relations of which they are apart, so that they can be “recruited, appraised, 
[and] remunerated” accordingly (2008). 
Institutions of regulatory government, wage labor management, and educa-
tional opportunity structures rely on intellectual capacity to determine deservingness. 
These institutions of disciplinary power ascribe intellectual capacity in part to legiti-
mate the hierarchical structures that depend on such static categories and maintain 
an illusion of the meritocratic ideal as a just system for the distribution of power and 
privilege. As Licia Carlson describes in The Faces of Intellectual Disability: Philosoph-
ical Reflections, one such category, that of intellectual disability, has shifted from 
being defined by visible behaviors, a genealogy of power that traces back to the 
philosophical work of Plato, to a numerical score meant to express an “invisible ca-
pacity—intelligence” (2010, 48). This “invisible capacity” has come to influence the 
deservingness of individuals, whether concerning education, employment, or the 
basic necessities of life, under a meritocratic ideal. Furthermore, testing for educa-
tional achievement, the production of scientific knowledge, and other practices con-
flate forms of intelligence with other identities like race, gender, and class in a fash-
ion that serves to reproduce inequities often considered historical artifacts in a post-
civil rights America (Slaton 2010). 
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The ascription of deservingness by institutions of disciplinary power reveals 
only a limited cross-section of the work that deservingness does within a certain set 
of historical and cultural conditions. Following the ascription of identities, while use-
ful for working through various structural forms of power, is not adequate to describe 
the relational, co-constructed production of identities and ideologies that epistemo-
logically and ontologically enact our world. In particular, ascription on its own fails 
to engage with the lived experience of individuals who may embody the identity 
categories produced through ascription as a technique of power (Bourgois, 2009). 
Embodiment allows us to explore the ways in which individuals and groups take up 
identity categories to guide action, while also potentially reproducing existing power 
relations. Embodiment does not operate in isolation from ascription, but neither does 
ascription function in the absence of embodiment. Forms of analysis that rely entirely 
on embodiment without ascription reproduce the work of an ideology of personal 
responsibility that places blame squarely on the individual, an autonomous being 
whose internalized ideologies of personal responsibility and productivity are the sole 
source of behaviors that produce her or his relative deservingness in a stratified so-
ciety. Forms of analysis that treat ascription alone remove autonomy from the indi-
vidual and instead renders her or him a passive recipient of institutional forces. In 
other words, structure and agency are only meaningful in describing issues of power 
when we understand them relationally and consider the discrete practices that they 
enact and through which they are enacted. 
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Two key concepts, “asymmetric collusion” and “lumpen abuse,” can aid us 
in exploring the complex relationship between ascription and embodiment. Asym-
metric collusion, described by Natasha Dow Schüll in Addiction by Design, attempts 
to shift away from a Marxian conception of alienation and a Foucauldian under-
standing of the relationship between humans and disciplinary structures as coercive. 
Instead, Schüll argues, we can understand this relationship as “a kind of collusion 
between the machine and the cognitive, affective, and bodily capacities” of the in-
dividual, who actively and knowingly participates in structures of power and disci-
pline without coercion or alienation but is constrained through an imbalance of re-
lational power (2012, 92). Furthermore, Schüll problematizes the symmetry es-
poused by the designers of gambling machines and in so doing, critiques the same 
symmetry when it is used to characterize the relationship between producers and 
consumers as one in which the former make what the latter have requested in a 
simple form of supply and demand. Rather, Schüll argues for an asymmetrical un-
derstanding of this relationship according to which the desired ends of the two parties 
diverge widely and the ability to assert one’s desired ends is asymmetrically balanced 
in favor of the producers, designers, and other practitioners of disciplinary power. 
Therefore, asymmetric collusion describes a collusive yet woefully unjust form of 
relational power production in which the embodiment of ideologies and identity 
categories by individuals disproportionately serves the ends of disciplinary structures 
over those of individuals. 
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Lumpen abuse, one of the guiding principles of Philippe Bourgois’ Righteous 
Dopefiend, destabilizes the debate between structure and agency in a similar fash-
ion, but with a focus on violence and suffering. Such a focus on violence enriches 
Schüll’s concept of asymmetric collusion by drawing attention to the methods that 
actively maintain this asymmetry by the practitioners of disciplinary power. Rather 
than defining violence as a “directly assaultive physical and visible phenomenon 
with bounded limits,” Bourgois explores the forms of violence that inhere in the prac-
tices of vulnerable populations and their intimate relationships (2009). Bourgois pro-
poses that we recognize “the phenomenon of everyday violence and [document] 
how intimate violence interfaces with structural violence” in order to “counteract the 
Marxist tendency toward linear economic determinism” (2009, 17). Of particular 
note here is the concept of everyday violence, used by Nancy Scheper-Hughes, to 
describe the “social production of indifference in the face of institutionalized brutal-
ities” (2009, 16-17). Based on her definition, we might see that deservingness, as a 
guiding principle for institutions of disciplinary power, produces such indifference 
to the suffering of those subject to gross inequities. Furthermore, deservingness as an 
aspect of the meritocratic ideal allows institutions of government, labor, and educa-
tion to transform indifference into inequity by making it a reasonable and just means 
of organizing and distributing power and resources. When individuals internalize 
deservingness as a reasonable means of interaction in their personal relationships, it 
begins to operate under Bourgois’ conception of lumpen abuse. 
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Together, asymmetric collusion and lumpen abuse can provide a framework 
to explore how structural forces and individuals simultaneously enact ideologies and 
identity categories in an imbalanced yet collusive fashion that leads individuals to 
direct their personal relationships and their own identities accordingly. Through my 
analysis, I aim to illuminate the ways in which naturalization and essentialization 
work to maintain the ideologies and identity categories that produce inequity. It is 
thus my goal to unseat the meritocratic ideal and the certainty that aids in concretiz-
ing ascriptions and embodiments of deservingness. 
Regulatory agencies, systems of wage labor management, and educational 
institutions rely on notions of certainty to codify policies and practices that reproduce 
institutional forms consistent with an ideology of productivity. In contrast, these in-
stitutions typically deride uncertainty as irrelevant to the intelligent direction of ac-
tion, especially productive action. By connecting together the work of queer theorists 
(Fifield and Letts 2014), pragmatists like John Dewey (Biesta 2003, Dewey 1934; 
Rorty 1999), and labor historians, (Braverman 1998; Gordon et al. 1995; Thompson 
1963), we might see the kind of powerful work that uncertainty can perform. Queer 
theory provides us with the notion of “queering,” which, taken broadly, refers to the 
rejection of unquestioned premises in favor of alternative descriptions that render 
more fluid, and more uncertain, the categories and organizational structures on 
which we rely to describe and act in the world (Fifield and Letts 2014). For Dewey, 
“experience” exists only through a process of continual engaged reflection on each 
of the discrete steps necessary to perform an activity that also questions the activity 
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itself and one’s role and experience in completing it (Dewey 1934). Individual en-
joyment and enrichment, for Dewey, thus come out of working through these distinct 
steps, which are not entirely planned in advance, but rather possess elements of un-
certainty and friction. Labor history provides us with tools to recognize that an indi-
vidual’s ability to perform work in this manner becomes unthinkable when labor is 
rationalized and divided along lines of conception and execution, as legitimized by 
the ascribed identity categories that are embedded within notions of intellectual ca-
pacity and deservingness. The uncertainty described in queer theory and Dewey’s 
pragmatism can allow us to challenge the notion that deservingness should be con-
tingent upon productivity, as the person who pushes through to produce the most in 
the least amount of time in fact risks becoming alienated from her or his work (Braver-
man 1974). In this thesis, I aim to make less certain the idea that distinct “types” of 
work or workers exist and, furthermore, to challenge the notion that certainty itself 
is desirable. We might instead recognize certainty as one means by which institutions 
of disciplinary power ensure the reproduction of their relative position of power 
within society and as a tool deployed against efforts to produce transformative 
change. 
Deservingness as Enacted Through Repair Practice and the Writing of Ethnogra-
phies 
The philosophical approach that guides much of the work in this thesis is that 
of American pragmatism. More specifically, it draws on a Deweyan pragmatism in-
formed by such contemporary scholars as Richard Rorty (1999) and Gert Biesta 
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(2014). Moreover, this philosophical approach establishes several premises for my 
use of “deservingness.” First, deservingness is relationally constructed and does not 
represent anything “out there in the world.” Second, the term is only useful insofar 
as it allows us to undertake a particular kind of work towards a particular end. Third, 
I define the utility of the term by its ability to fulfill a social need; in this case, I 
challenge uses of deservingness that make gross social inequities possible. Thus, as 
a guiding concept, deservingness serves the end of inequitably stratified social rela-
tions, while as a term used in this thesis, it is intended to draw attention to and cri-
tique those inequities. With these principles laid out, it is necessary to make one 
further point about the goals and theoretical framings of this work and their relations 
to the act of knowing. From a pragmatist perspective, knowledge exists not of the 
world, but rather of the relations between our actions and their consequences (Rorty 
1999). Therefore, to know is to do, as a form of knowledge is made meaningful only 
when it comes to direct some form of action. By attempting to make less certain 
particular precepts of capitalism and its correlate social formations, as well as by 
questioning the certainty with which we can make distinctions between these and 
other categories that serve to organize modern life, I seek to alter how we act and 
interact as scholars, employees, teachers, and citizens. Uncertainty of several kinds 
might thus guide our individual and collective actions: uncertainty as to whether the 
categories that we use to enact our world are meaningful and just, and uncertainty 
concerning the purposes of our various endeavors. 
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Pragmatism plays one further role in this thesis, namely, in putting to use the 
notion of “ontological enactment.” (2012). Compatible with the anti-essentialist po-
sition taken by Dewey (1934) and Rorty (1999) in describing knowledge, enactment 
takes their stance a step further by recognizing that knowing as doing enacts or pro-
duces different realities. Thus, as John Law and Marianne Elisabeth Lien describe in 
“Slippery: Fieldnotes in Empirical Ontology,” salmon, for example, are not external 
objects to be observed, but are instead “done” or enacted in practice, and as prac-
tices diverge, they enact entirely different salmon (Law and Lien 2012, 365). This 
concept proves important as a way to explore the role of objects in social relations 
as they are enacted through various practices, such as those of consumption or re-
pair. By engaging with the multiplicity of enactments around a single object, we can 
destabilize the notion that any parts of our shared reality, including categories of 
personhood and the relations of power that enact them, exist as units continuous in 
time (Law and Lien 2012). 
Applying ontological enactment to our engagement with the material world 
as consumers, producers, and repair persons allows us to explore the deservingness 
of things. Each distinctive community of practice enacts materials in such a way as 
to reveal the priorities and social relations of which the materials are a part. One 
such community of practice is prominent in his book Working Knowledge: Skill and 
Community in a Small Shop, wherein Douglas Harper (1987) describes the working 
life of Willie, a prolific self-employed repairman in an impoverished rural town in 
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New York’s North Country. Through Willie’s frequent acts of repair, Harper recog-
nizes that “an odd reversal sets in; the car gets a paint job because it seems to deserve 
it” (Harper 1987, 5). This reversal becomes apparent as materials are enacted in a 
very particular set of practices that involve an entire community, one which happens 
to interface at Willie’s repair shop. What deserves repair and when is both continu-
ously determined and contingent upon a complex set of social, economic, and sea-
sonal conditions. These conditions inhere in the movement of materials through the 
community, whether that material is a car, a woodstove, or a plow passing through 
the hands of owners, buyers, barterers, and service or scrap purveyors like Willie. 
The repair shops found in Kensington, like the manufacturers of consumer durable 
goods and the consumers who use and repair those goods, enact the deservingness 
of things, valuations of skill, intellectual capacity, physical ability, and merit, and the 
deservingness of the actors themselves. 
Thus far missing from this methodological toolkit is a framework for exploring 
the valuation of particular skills practiced in specific temporal and geographic loca-
tions. Without this framework, we risk failing to interrogate the historical contingency 
of what constitutes a skill and, in particular, the worth associated with that which we 
deem a “skill.” Michael Baxandall’s Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century 
Italy (1972) provides just such a framework based on an understanding of “skill” as 
a relational construction that is intimately tied to economic, cultural, and educational 
valuations. While removed from the temporal and geographic specificity of Kensing-
ton, this understanding of skill is revelatory of the same work of valuation that exists 
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there today. Specifically, Baxandall describes a shortcoming in art criticism when 
attempting to isolate the aesthetic value of particular works from all other impulses 
involved in their production and use, thereby missing crucial dimensions of the prac-
tices that make those works art. Baxandall roots aesthetic principles in the very prac-
tical work of calculating volume for the production of barrels in fifteenth-century 
Italy. By doing so, Baxandall destabilizes the division between aesthetic and practical 
labor, instead rendering them deeply relational as the work of each makes the other 
desirable, reasonable, or deserving of praise and monetary reward (Baxandall 1972). 
It is this recognition of skill and deservingness as relationally constructed through 
various forms of labor that can allow us to destabilize familiar categories and classi-
fications of deservingness. 
Finally, I believe that one critical point is missing from this review of relevant 
literature concerning the relational, ontological work of destabilization that this the-
sis seeks to achieve: an effort to reflect on my own enactments, embodied identity 
categories, and positionality. While I hope that such reflection will be evident to 
some degree throughout the thesis, explicit reflection is paramount to my aims. 
Therefore, this thesis’ aims are partially based on a notion outlined by Anna Low-
enhaupt Tsing in “On Nonscalability,” according to which we eschew projects of 
scaling or growth when we discover that their purpose is often to “extend the project 
without transforming it at all” (506). My purpose is instead to require the transfor-
mation of the methods of analysis for meaningful work to be done such that they 
engage with a geographically and historically situated set of discrete practices that 
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enact a very particular set of material engagements and social relations (2012). The 
above selection of literature, my ethnographic fieldwork, the historical and geo-
graphical specificity of my case study, and the framings and categories that I use are 
not intended to be merely representative of what exists out there in the world, but 
are instead actively produced by my composition and description. Rather than re-
sulting in a dataset upon which we can expand to more fully understand issues of 
power, this analysis produces a method that we can use to destabilize the very cate-
gories on which such a dataset would rely in the first place. 
Any project that attempts to eschew existing categories will necessarily entail 
challenging one’s own categorizations and meaning-making. Such a challenge might 
proceed through the act of “putting the self at risk by mindfully excavating and en-
gaging the contingent relations that lie behind the illusion of an essential, autono-
mous self…,” and thus also through the process of queering (Fifield and Letts 2014, 
399). Indeed, many of the ideas that I cover in this thesis resonate personally with 
me. The work of repair has at times proven financially necessary for me and has at 
others served as a source of catharsis and a form of escape. The desire to romanticize 
this work, to paint a picture of the beauty and grace found in redeeming worthily 
spent materials and breathing new life into them, is not absent. But it is through 
reflection on my own desire to romanticize repair and on the kinds of good and harm 
that might come from such work that I have attempted here to engage with issues of 
power and oppression. 
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Chapter 3: Space and Place: A Geography of Kensington 
Industry and Deindustrialization in Kensington & Philadelphia 
In order to grapple with issues surrounding the work of repair in Kensington, 
it is crucial first to explore the historical contours of labor management and educa-
tional priorities in Kensington, in Philadelphia, and transnationally as they relate to 
the deindustrialization of Kensington. Although we might map several broad trends 
of industrialization and deindustrialization in the United States over the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries onto the case of Philadelphia, they are not equally indicative 
of the transformation that occurred in the geographically bounded region of Phila-
delphia and the neighborhood now called Kensington. While industrialization saw 
the growth of Philadelphia as a city, deindustrialization led to significant conse-
quences like job loss, suburbanization, the reduction of tax revenues, and the focus 
of resources on fewer areas of the city. This thesis demands that we grasp, even if to 
some limited degree, the complexity of the arrangements that led to the deindustri-
alization of this region and the modern-day issues of poverty and drug use in Ken-
sington. 
Philip Scranton’s Endless Novelty: Specialty Production and American Indus-
trialization, 1865-1925 (2000) examines the structural shifts that resulted in American 
industrialization, including the specialty production that constituted a large portion 
of industry in and around the Philadelphia area, from the middle of the nineteenth 
century to the beginning of the twentieth. Voices of Kensington: Vanishing Mills Van-
ishing Neighborhoods, an oral history of eighteen Kensington residents and textile 
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workers, including the book’s author Jean Seder, provides personal anecdotes that 
elucidate the lived experience of the residents of Kensington and the industrial la-
borers who worked there over the same time period (1982). Together, these two 
works, along with several others in poverty studies and labor history, will help us to 
sketch the production of the laborer through the practices of industrialization, the 
causes of deindustrialization, and impacts that it would have on the communities 
sustained through that labor (Scranton 2000; Seder 1982). 
In the 1880s, textile production contributed significantly to employment in 
Philadelphia, with one third of all positions focusing on the trade (Scranton 2000, 
91). Kensington, and the surrounding River Wards, showed the highest concentration 
of textiles mills in the city following an influx of European immigrants to fill those 
positions into the twentieth century. While this work was considered well-paying for 
the time, it was also vulnerable to seasonal swings in demand that motivated regular 
layoffs and the severe reduction of working hours for months out of the year, espe-
cially during economic depressions. Textile production in Kensington, like much of 
the manufacturing in Philadelphia, largely operated through specialized production 
facilities with small batch and custom runs that allowed for considerable variety in 
consumer goods. Production of this kind required that workers possess the skill to 
perform multiple tasks within the textile mills such that they could more nimbly shift 
to different production methods and styles in response to changing demand. 
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Philadelphia was also home to one of the most influential individuals in the 
development of modern production and management techniques, Frederick Wins-
low Taylor. Significantly, however, his formulations of workers and labor manage-
ment practices were contradictory to the methods of production present in the area 
at that time. Taylor moved up the ranks at Midvale Steel, representing another major 
industry in Philadelphia at the time, metal works, to eventually manage the facilities 
as chief engineer (Kanigal 1997). Taylor’s “scientific management” introduced a set 
of priorities that would profoundly influence the production of manufactured goods, 
and the laborers who made them, over the past century. Much of the production 
within Kensington’s textile mills was specialized, relying on the skills of individual 
workers to make novel goods in an ever-shifting production cycle. Yet, as the tech-
niques of scientific management were popularized, a commitment to the production 
of large quantities of identical, predictable goods challenged the specialized produc-
tion that set Philadelphia’s Textile mills apart, rendering those practices unsustaina-
ble. The production of small batches of novel goods by well-paid, skilled workers 
became economically unviable as competitors, in Philadelphia and elsewhere, in-
creasingly produced cheaper goods by reducing labor costs, increasing outputs, and 
de-skilling workers. Integral to Taylor’s scientific management is a commitment to 
the solidification of categories of personhood, such as the low-skilled, high-output 
worker, that remain consistent over time. Ideas of “the right man for the job” pro-
duced notions of intellectual capacity and deservingness that fit snugly in place 
alongside meritocratic ideals that make both stratified hierarchies of labor and, in an 
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almost completely commodified social sphere, a stratified society seem reasonable 
and just. 
Methods of education that were popularized at the turn of the century, in 
Philadelphia as well as across the United States, further reveal the production of 
commodified and concretized categories of personhood that allow for stratified so-
cial relations. Educational opportunities, like that of the Textile School founded in 
Philadelphia, made no attempt to disaggregate one’s education from one’s predicted 
role as a productive laborer in the workforce. Local institutions of higher education, 
such as the University of Pennsylvania and the Drexel Institute, now Drexel Univer-
sity, developed programs of study aimed at producing the managers of many of the 
manufacturing centers in Philadelphia (Scranton 2000). Comparable methods that 
envision workforce participation as the ultimate aim of education and lead to a dis-
junction between the educational opportunities of laborers and those of management 
persist today in our high schools, vocational-technical programs, community col-
leges, and universities (Bowles and Gintis 1976). 
The commitment of scientific management to social stratification and hierar-
chies of educational opportunity inflected toward workforce participation is also ev-
ident in practices of wage labor management that supported the de-skilling of large 
segments of the labor force. Practices that reduced the complexity of tasks such that 
any individual worker would be required to perform as little planning but as repeti-
tious a task as possible on the one hand produced hierarchies that inhered within 
categories of personhood and, on the other, led in part to the deindustrialization of 
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Philadelphia and the neighborhood of Kensington. Eventually, commitments to the 
ideologies underlying these practices would authorize the comprehensive movement 
of capital out of the United States for many manufacturing sectors as employers 
sought to take advantage of the low-cost labor provided by nations with more lax 
regulations. The effects of deindustrialization and capital flight on the United States 
are well known, but several distinctive outcomes emerged in the case of Philadelphia 
and Kensington. 
First, Kensington experienced deindustrialization through the removal of 
steady employment opportunities from the area (Seder 1982). Such opportunities en-
sured that residents of the neighborhood did not fall below what is now the poverty 
line, which was introduced in the 1960s, and their removal corresponded with in-
creases in the neighborhood’s rates of poverty. However, the individuals who cur-
rently reside in Kensington, over seventy-five percent of whom are Hispanic, are not 
those who were at any point employed by the textile mills in the area. Contrary to a 
popular argument advanced by William Julius Wilson in When Work Disappears: 
The World of the New Urban Poor (1996), people of color did not experience job 
loss to the same extent that whites did following deindustrialization in large part 
because they were denied access to those jobs in the first place (Katz 1989). It was 
only after the effects of deindustrialization had become apparent in Kensington that 
its current residents came to occupy the neighborhood and form a community there 
during the 1980s, and 1990s. Therefore, while the deindustrialization of Kensington 
can help to explain increases in the rates of poverty there and reveal the production 
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of the laborer as a bounded category, it does not in and of itself suffice to explain the 
conditions presently experienced by the individuals and community of Kensington. 
Kensington & Philadelphia Now: Space and Place 
While deindustrialization may not have impacted those currently living in 
Kensington through job loss, the shift away from manufacturing and towards indus-
tries such as finance, insurance, and real estate did. By supporting these industries 
through policies at the local, state, federal, and international levels, various institu-
tional actors have authorized a model of urban development that focuses on “trickle-
down strategies of privatization, marketization, and consumerism to promote urban 
economic revitalization” (Ruben 2001). Indeed, this focus is evident in the policies 
and practices of the municipal government of Philadelphia; however, the revitaliza-
tion that this underwrites has been unequally distributed across Philadelphia and its 
neighborhoods, including Kensington. As Philadelphia’s burgeoning central business 
district accommodates large construction projects buoyed by tax abatements for cor-
porations choosing to build, even neighborhoods that fall outside of this region, such 
as Kensington, will benefit from its increases in economic activity, or so the logic 
goes (Ruben 2001). While certain neighborhoods have seen an expansion of com-
mercial construction, including some in the River Wards and even select regions of 
Kensington itself, development has taken an almost purely gentrifying form. New 
commercial and residential developments that cater to young, often white, profes-
sionals now dot these neighborhoods in increasing numbers, while rising costs of 
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living and rent intensification displace longtime residents. More broadly, the munic-
ipal government allots its already limited public resources not to the most vulnerable 
communities, but rather to the development of corporate enterprises and consumer 
havens that prove to be of little benefit for these communities. If the underemployed 
and the unemployed happen to benefit financially from urban redevelopment efforts, 
they do so at the lowest level of the labor market in low-paying jobs that often fail to 
meet basic needs (Ruben 2001). 
The impacts of these policies on the lives of community members in Kensing-
ton are tangible. Individuals who, “for whatever reason, do not become acculturated 
to the market are written out of the public sphere and subject to malign neglect—or 
worse” (Ruben 2001). In Kensington, “for whatever reason” often takes the form of 
issues with substance use and related mental health crises. I was repeatedly reminded 
of these issues when I emerged from the subway on the corner of Somerset and Ken-
sington Avenue to begin my fieldwork. Walking down the steps to the street, I was, 
on every one of my visits to the neighborhood, met with offers of “percs” (percocets) 
by individuals who would shout their availability down the street. I frequently ob-
served others “nodding”, a term used to describe observable effects of heroin intox-
ication, while standing on sidewalks or seated on stoops. In McPherson Square, the 
park encircling a local branch of the Philadelphia Free Library, I also witnessed sev-
eral people shooting up. More notably, I watched as a volunteer and self-described 
recovering addict, whose t-shirt featured an image of Jesus in sunglasses and read 
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“I’ll Be Back,” told them to “get that out of my park” while he used an “E-Z Grabber” 
to collect spent needles and deposit them in a half-gallon biohazard container. 
I do not intend for the above anecdotes to reveal the debasement of a com-
munity through substance use, but rather to illuminate some of the deleterious effects 
of municipal policies that underwrite an inequitable allotment of public resources 
and, in so doing, render invisible entire segments of the city’s population due to 
notions of deservingness tied to economic productivity. Protracted and ongoing bat-
tles for access to needle exchanges and other harm reduction initiatives in Kensing-
ton highlight the lack of public attention, support, and funding for this vulnerable 
community and others like it (Deeney 2011). Instead, Kensington is highly patrolled 
by police whose cycles of crackdowns devastate the individuals and families who 
reside in and around the neighborhood (Deeney 2011). Perpetuated by institutions 
of disciplinary power, incarceration, physical assault, and perhaps most importantly, 
systematic indifference to human suffering all represent forms of violence on the 
city’s most vulnerable residents. Municipal policies and economic priorities enact 
the individuals who constitute these populations as undeserving of the opportunities 
promised by the meritocratic ideals of modern capitalism. 
Repair Shop 
The repair shop that became the focus of my fieldwork in Kensington reflects 
both the community in which it is located and the municipal policies and economic 
priorities of Philadelphia. Situated in close proximity to other sites that I have de-
scribed above, it is joined by several other consumer appliance repair shops that line 
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Kensington Avenue underneath Philadelphia’s elevated subway line. The business 
on which I focused consists of three discrete units: a main office in which customers 
interface with staff, a storage facility right next to that office with repaired appliances 
ready for sale, and directly across the street, the repair shop itself, which also serves 
as a storage facility for unfinished repairs and other parts. The sidewalks on both 
sides of the street also act as an extension of the business where appliances are show-
cased. 
The shop’s employees are limited to about seven people. The division of labor 
appears to follow lines of familiar race and gender hierarchies, thus organizing labor 
in the shop in a way that divides people based on ascribed and embodied identity 
categories. Peggy1, a white woman in her early fifties, works the front desk and han-
dles most interactions with customers. Vern, the head mechanic, is also white and 
in his early fifties. His apprentice and the junior mechanic, Niko, is in his mid-twen-
ties and has been working continuously at the shop since his arrival in the United 
States from El Salvador eight years ago. Spike, a white man in his late thirties, is a 
runner: he takes appliances to homes, tracks down scraps and appliances to be used 
in repairs, and fills in where needed, sometimes as a helping hand to the mechanics. 
The only other employees of the shop were three black men, ranging from their early 
thirties to their early fifties, who worked part-time. Their tasks largely consisted of 
																																																																				1	I have altered the names of the repair shop’s employees to preserve the anonymity of my ethno-
graphic research subjects.	
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cleaning up finished repair jobs, moving the items to be showcased onto the side-
walks in the morning, and transporting finished repairs to homes. Neither Peggy nor 
Vern, to whom I spoke most frequently, ever referred to any of these men by name, 
nor did they spend time with them in the office or the repair shop. Due to the limited 
scope of this thesis project, I was not able to adequately probe these relationships or 
the familiar divisions they seemed to reproduce. The fact that I marginalized workers 
who cleaned, transported, and placed appliances on display may indeed reveal lim-
itations of my own experience as, and my narrow categorizations of what constitutes, 
a “repair worker”. Nevertheless, while a division of labor was apparent, it was also 
clear that it was not a strict one. Instead, I observed on several occasions that both 
Vern and Niko speak over the phone and in person with customers to directly com-
municate the status of their repair work. Spike seems to roam between jobs, helping 
out where he is most needed at any given time. More distinctively, Peggy sticks to 
her role quite firmly, remaining in the office to deal with customers, some finances, 
and scheduling. 
During my fieldwork, I spent the majority of my time in the repair shop itself. 
The shop is a single, large, L-shaped room with high ceilings and no windows or 
forms of ventilation other than a single ceiling fan, which is always kept on, and a 
swinging screen door, which is held shut by a folded bicycle inner tube nailed to the 
frame. A narrow walkway cuts through the center of the array of large appliances 
scattered throughout the room. Along every wall are piles of parts and scraps, some 
on shelves, some in free-standing metal cabinets, and some stacked along the floor 
	 37	
loosely or in milk crates. The floor consists of a patchwork of plywood, while the 
visible walls and the ceiling are covered in spray foam. Overhead fluorescent lighting 
provides a dim glow that proved barely adequate to make out the repair work after 
my eyes adjusted. Most aspects of the repair shop appear to be improvised and func-
tional for the work done in it, although they might also be contingent on the financial 
constraints imposed on a business that does not contribute to wealth creation in the 
fashion that urban redevelopment efforts prioritize. Despite the shop’s role in provid-
ing affordable appliances like refrigerators to those who need them, it is clear that 
this work is largely invisible to major political and economic actors, including those 
within Philadelphia’s municipal government, committed to productivity and growth. 
Methodology: Ethnographic Study 
This study in large part follows the conventional trajectory of an ethnographic 
analysis (Harper 1987). Over the course of three months, I went into Kensington, 
spent time in the neighborhood, and spent even more time in the shop, all the while 
taking field notes. After each trip, I spent the subway ride back to my office starting 
to convert my notes into short narratives of my experiences from that day. These 
narratives came to serve as the basis of my descriptions of the neighborhood and 
shop, as well as of my theoretical engagement with the work done there. Throughout 
my fieldwork, I was routinely alerted to my position as a researcher and as a relatively 
privileged middle-class white male, often times explicitly, in my interactions in the 
shop and neighborhood. Vern often commented that I was “crazy” for being inter-
ested in his work, and members of the community often addressed me as a “‘hood 
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tourist” while I wandered the neighborhood and took pictures of the repair shops 
lining Kensington Avenue. Whenever I described my work to those whom I encoun-
tered, I was met with brief confusion followed by genuine interest in my project and 
its goals. My position as a privileged academic in Kensington served as a constant 
source of anxiety: was I potentially exploiting the lived experiences of community 
members for my own professional advancement? However, as I became more ex-
cited about the work done to make repairs in the shop, my own level of embodied 
deservingness in relation to the priorities of the community seemed to increase. I was 
frequently aware of this embodiment during my fieldwork. The fact that I sought the 
interest and approval of those living in Kensington reflects my desire for this work to 
be meaningful, if not directly for community members who will likely never read this 
thesis, then eventually for the ways in which we engage with such communities and 
the realization of more equitable policy, labor, and educational outcomes. I recog-
nize that the explanations provided in this thesis will fail to alter the material condi-
tions of those currently living in Kensington; however, I believe that they are neces-
sary for broad-scale transformative change to occur at some future date. 
Chapter 4: Enacting Appliances 
In the following chapter, I will explore various enactments of consumer ap-
pliances and the concurrent enactment of categories of personhood and hierarchical 
meritocratic structures through the practices of regulation, production, and consump-
tion and their ideological commitment to productivity and growth. I hope to show 
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that, as different appliances are enacted in practice, so too are the inequitable social 
relations of capitalism produced and actively maintained. Whether an appliance is 
an indicator of productive capacity, as an object that is fashionable and convenient, 
functional, or affordable, as a collection of transferrable parts, or trash and an envi-
ronmental hazard, each enactment produces categories of persons who in turn inter-
act with the appliance. When regulatory agencies enact an appliance as trash, for 
example, the practice also produces a valuation of the skill and intellectual capacity 
of the repair worker who might fix that appliance. Industrial producers and the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA), by delineating between the appliance and the 
individual who uses, makes, or of particular interest here, repairs that appliance, 
essentialize identity categories that are constructed and maintained through repair 
workers’ relation with the appliances themselves. Such practices marginalize enact-
ments that are inconsistent with dominant prioritizations of productivity and the as-
cription of merit and render particular appliances and personhoods undeserving of 
the proffered opportunities of an American meritocratic ideal. 
Policy 
“Sometimes appliances that are in working condition are refurbished and resold do-
mestically or abroad to developing countries. Because these appliances consume 
large amounts of electricity and are less efficient toward the end-of-life, appliance re-
sale should be avoided to save energy. Moreover, for those units sold in developing 
countries, their ultimate disposal is less likely to be carried out responsibly.” 
-EPA - Frequently Asked Questions Webpage (2014a) 
The EPA is responsible for the drafting of legislation that regulates practices of 
repair based on potential environmental risks that such work could impose. The EPA 
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bolsters notions of individual productivity and market growth by rendering used ap-
pliances illegible as meaningful forms of consumer appliances and instead advising 
explicitly against their repair and resale. While the EPA cannot directly enforce the 
purchase of consumer appliances, such as refrigerators, they have undertaken a cam-
paign to advise the use of newly manufactured appliances despite evidence against 
their claimed energy efficiency. Refrigerators, for example, have more than doubled 
their rates of energy consumption over the past fifty years due to increases in storage 
capacity and expanded feature sets intended to increase sales (Deumling 2008). Un-
der these regulations, most refrigerators function legitimately only when in factory 
condition. The EPA denies the potential environmental benefits of reusing compo-
nents and whole used appliances, especially when those appliances consume less 
energy. In the absence of such ideological commitments, it might be similarly rea-
sonable to advise consumers to purchase refrigerators with less space and fewer fea-
tures so as to achieve even greater energy efficiency. The EPA’s policies codify some 
of the trends that Susan Strasser identifies in Waste and Wan: A Social History of 
Trash, specifically the shift towards a continual cycle of disposal and repurchase that 
serves commitments to economic productivity and growth also found in institutions 
of wage labor and education (Strasser 1999). 
The EPA’s enactment of the used appliance as an environmental hazard un-
deserving of repair and resale in turn marginalizes the work of repair and produces 
categories of personhood that legitimize unequal opportunity structures. When a 
physical appliance is enacted as trash, the repair worker’s knowledge and practice 
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become illegible. All kinds of work in a commercial economy are subject to such 
ascriptions of legibility, if not through the definition of hazards, then by other factors 
like perceived glamour, purportedly required talent, or in my own case, the unfortu-
nate finding that “Justin will have to work with his hands.” When practices define 
intellectual capacity by one’s economic productivity, it also becomes possible to 
valuate and remunerate that capacity accordingly, thereby producing a naturalized 
hierarchical distribution of power and resources in systems of regulatory policy, 
wage labor, educational opportunity structures. 
Production 
“Many GE appliances are designed, engineered and built by thousands of employees 
in the U.S. When you buy GE, you’re investing in the livelihood of these hardworking 
Americans. Thank you!” - G.E. Website Promotional Materials (2014a) 
 
“‘…the salaried people listen and try to make it work,’ he says. ‘I think it’s great 
working together rather than hourly employees having no input. I was surprised at 
the support from the salaried side.’” – G.E. Website Promotional Materials (2014b) 
 
“Meet productivity and efficiency goals as established.” – G.E. Job Listing (2015) 
 
At the same time that appliances are enacted so as to carry out policies that 
in turn produce social demarcations, appliances also result from the interaction of a 
transnational network of material exchange. The “American-made” refrigerator from 
companies like General Electric (G.E. 2014a) is constitutive of materials and labor 
practices spanning multiple continents and economic sectors. Components not built 
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in the United States, or those that prove too expensive to keep product prices “com-
petitive,” are sourced from nations with more lax labor practices and lower wages, 
both of which help to reduce the cost of the appliances (G.E. 2014a). Still, the Amer-
ican-made tag is intended to signal to consumers that their purchases are “in-
vest[ments] in the livelihood of these hardworking Americans” (G.E. 2014b). 
The production of the American-made appliance simultaneously enacts the 
American-made worker, the “hardworking American.” It is important to note, how-
ever, that this worker is often confined to a narrow educational opportunity structure, 
subject to strict divisions of labor between “hourly” and “salaried” employees, and 
susceptible to the quantification of their work through established “productivity and 
efficiency goals” (G.E. 2015). Processes of industrial production that focus on growth 
and productivity demand that both appliances and workers meet consistent, timely, 
and reliable standards. These conditions assume the production and continuous ex-
istence of a workforce that is constrained by categories of personhood based on 
quantified measures of consistency and efficiency. Notions of time and productivity 
dating back to Taylor’s Principles of Scientific Management are part of a system that 
aims to systematically measure human capacity and intimately link that metric of 
productivity to corporate profits. Indeed, systems of wage labor measure and evalu-
ate the skills of repair workers in accordance with their capacity to contribute to 
profit generation. The work of repair is thus marginalized as those who perform it fail 
to “measure up” to wage labor’s expectations. 
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Consumption 
Policy, industrial production, and consumptive practices together enact ap-
pliances in such a way as to render the used appliance undeserving of repair. Efforts 
to prescribe lifespans for appliances lead consumers to understand appliances as 
items of fashion undergoing continual cycles of obsolescence and “innovation” (Bou-
stani 2010; Strasser 1999). These factors produce an appliance that is meaningful not 
just for its ability to keep food cold, but also for signaling one’s material wealth, 
offering minor conveniences through “advanced” features, and making reasonable 
the disposal of the appliance after an artificially limited lifespan. Commitments to 
fashion and convenience bely underlying ideological commitments to the continued 
production and growth of industrial and retail markets, transnational economic trade, 
and wealth in advanced capitalist nations. Furthermore, the political act of purchas-
ing “American-made” evinces a process through which citizenship is reduced to an 
individual’s economic productivity and participation, and under such a notion of 
citizenship, attempts to shift away from ideologies that legitimize inequitable social 
relations become increasingly difficult. The consumer who purchases a used appli-
ance thus not only lacks purchasing power, or the motivation to achieve it, but also 
a legible civic identity. 
Repair 
By studying the act of consumer appliance repair, we refocus our attention on 
a set of marginalized groups whose practices challenge the dominant ideological 
commitments underlying American, and transnational, capitalism. The practice of 
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repair can resist ideologies of productivity and growth and instead lead us to empha-
size fluid power relations rooted in interpersonal community relationships. The re-
paired appliance, illegible to institutions of regulatory policy, industrial production, 
and mass consumption, is itself revelatory of this fluidity. Insomuch that it is not 
consistent with wage labor’s casting of worker “types” along lines of quantifiable 
intellectual capacity, the practice of repair also resists efforts to naturalize hierar-
chical structures of domination and oppression maintained through continual acts of 
everyday violence. Through an ethnographic exploration of these repair practices in 
a small Kensington shop, I hope to reveal an alternative set of practices and commit-
ments that hint toward more just relations, but might nevertheless reproduce the 
greater inequities of industrial capitalism. 
Chapter 5: Repair Practice as Knowledge Production 
The Stove Top Burner: Stress Test or Heater? 
As I now understand to be typical of fieldwork, a divide quickly became ap-
parent between my expectations and the material circumstances of the people with 
whom I was undertaking an ethnography. My sense of my own scholarly position 
abruptly transformed from one in which I sought to understand my research subjects 
effectively to one in which I sought to engage with my own ignorance and 
acknowledge just what it was that I was trying to understand. I believe that a brief 
anecdote will most easily convey this disjunction and most fully reveal my position-
ality, my privilege, and the resultant enactment of the space and practices of the 
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repair shop that I was researching. After gaining access to the repair shop itself, or 
the “hospital” as those working there colloquially referred to it, I noticed that a pair 
of gas stove tops in the center of the room were turned on. All four burners, which 
seemed to be on their highest settings, produced small fountains of flame. I took note 
of them and attempted to develop my observation further by directing a question to 
Vern, the head mechanic: “Are these stoves on to stress test them before you sell 
them?” Vern responded to my question by laughing and informing me that no, they 
were not being stress tested. There was no other heat source available in the shop. It 
was a cool, rainy March day, and the repair shop’s employees had used the best heat 
source at their disposal to dispel the cold and damp. This experience both led me to 
probe assumptions that I had carried into the field concerning the possible uses of 
materials in the workplace and challenged the certainty with which I had previously 
held those assumptions.  
I originally approached the work of repair in Kensington as being contingent 
upon poverty. We might read the above anecdote as confirming that the resources 
available to small repair shops in the Kensington neighborhood of Philadelphia are 
severely limited. Temperature regulation of the kind that many, including myself, are 
accustomed to experiencing in office environments are not necessarily reasonable in 
the economic position that the repair shop occupies. However, others might read the 
anecdote in various ways that prove consistent with particular ideological commit-
ments: it might signal laziness for those who prioritize personal responsibility or, in 
a less commonly held but possibly more just belief, ingenuity on the part of Vern and 
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his co-workers. I understood the environment that I had entered in a way that re-
flected the experiences of work and home life that I had up to that point. The field-
work that I conducted in the repair shop challenges common narratives surrounding 
poverty, and work that is considered to be contingent upon it, that rely on categori-
zations of skill, intellectual capacity, and deservingness. The practices of the workers 
there, as well as their own reflections on that work, enact appliances and knowledge 
that destabilizes these categories, as well as Marxian models of labor relations that 
appear linear and deterministic. Indeed, a set of deeply situated relational practices 
work out issues of indeterminacy, time, productivity, trust, and deservingness by re-
sisting simplistic categorizations to be found in conventional arguments about pov-
erty, both liberal and conservative. 
”I’d Tell Ya, But I’d Have to Kill Ya”: Quantification and Governmentality in 
Repair Practice 
The repair shop’s method of organization is consistent with the layout and 
material structure of the space that it occupies. More specifically, they are both ar-
ranged in a fashion that is simultaneously improvised and imminently useful for the 
work of repair. This improvisation is contingent upon the economic conditions of the 
repair shop and the disciplinary power of the institutions within which it is embed-
ded. However, these methods also serve as a possible form of resistance against, or 
at least a set of alternatives to, practices that impose quantification and governmen-
tality. As we have already seen, regulatory agencies like the EPA use methods of 
governmentality to marginalize the work of repair by quantifying what constitutes an 
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appliance, as well as what kinds of repair workers are worthy of those categoriza-
tions. Organizational methods that defy quantification abound within the world of 
the repair shop. 
When asked about his methods of organization for the workspace and its ac-
cumulation of materials, parts, and appliances, Vern responded that there was “no 
method.” Yet, in the time that I spent in the shop, it became apparent to me that he 
knew where to look for materials that would suit any one of his purposes. For exam-
ple, when he needed to introduce electrical resistance into a circuit containing a heat 
coil (the defroster of a freezer in this case), Vern immediately reached into a gnarled 
tangle of wires, pulled one particularly thick copper wire out, and snipped it free 
from the jumble with a pair of dikes (diagonal cutters). Vern and his co-workers used 
a method of loose organization, placing each piece of potentially usable material in 
one of many piles located around the periphery of the shop. Moreover, the dozens 
of appliances themselves were composed of materials that might prove useful for the 
work of repair. Indeed, during the course of the same repair, I watched as Vern went 
straight to an older-looking, partially disassembled refrigerator and removed from it 
a replacement heat coil for the freezer on which he was working. The coil looked 
nothing like the large, sinuous coil that he pulled from the newer, yet broken refrig-
erator; instead, it was a tightly coiled spring enclosed in a glass tube. 
It was Vern’s intimate knowledge of the various appliances in the repair shop 
and a mental inventory of the other parts scattered around it that made the work 
possible. No ledgers or computer systems with detailed inventories existed as they 
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might in a different kind of shop; consequently, the ability to describe the contents 
of the repair shop quickly to other parties did not exist either, whether those would 
be other repair workers, management, or governing bodies concerned with the 
shop’s operations. In the absence of such ledgers and databases, Vern and Niko 
needed to form close relationships with each other, as well as with the materials 
themselves, through continuous and situated interactions in order to do their work.  
Just as no official ledger existed to detail the repair shop’s inventory of appli-
ances and parts, neither did its staff members maintain records of how or where ma-
terials were acquired. Indeed, the sourcing of appliances and parts shared the some-
what ephemeral quality of the repair shop’s organizational structure. In fact, when I 
posed a question about sourcing to Vern, I was met with a laughingly intoned “I’d 
tell ya, but I’d have to kill ya.” Significantly, however, even after some prodding, a 
more detailed answer was not forthcoming. Based on the economy of the area, it 
seems very likely that some of the materials in the repair shop were recovered from 
the multiple scrap yards located in and around Kensington. I am unaware of other 
sources from which Vern and his co-workers might have obtained the materials in 
their shop, but perhaps this ignorance serves only to highlight the importance of re-
sisting easy quantification and categorization with respect to the work of repair. Fur-
thermore, this ignorance illuminates my relative position of privilege as a researcher. 
For the repair workers, material acquisition is an essential and sustaining aspect of 
the work done in the shop. My own work does not pivot on access to this kind of 
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knowledge, and so I can instead sustain my labors, and even reproduce my privi-
leged position, despite the large gaps in my knowledge of repair. A profound asym-
metry characterizes relations of power between the ethnographer and her or his sub-
ject, especially since the researcher is complicit in reproducing dominant concep-
tions of what kinds of knowledge are deserving of our attention. 
Some repair practices prove capable of thwarting, at least partially, methods 
of quantification and governmentality employed by institutions of disciplinary 
power. Vern mentioned a couple of these institutions to me during our conversations, 
including the EPA and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 
Because the shop works with refrigerators, for example, a steady stream of refriger-
ants, on which the EPA imposes relatively strict and detailed guidelines for safe cap-
ture and venting prevention (EPA 2014), necessarily enter the shop. When asked 
about these guidelines and their procedures, Vern informed me that yes, they have a 
refrigerant recovery unit, but no, the EPA has never shown any interest in investigat-
ing the shop. This conversation confirmed that the recovery of refrigerants was not a 
common practice in the repair shop, but also that, given the absence of formal rec-
ords of work done, any violations would be nearly impossible for institutions of dis-
ciplinary power like the EPA to track. 
A greater tension was evident between Vern and possible OSHA investiga-
tions. At several points during the course of my fieldwork, specifically when I asked 
about particular arrangements or practices in the shop like the use of stoves as heat-
ers, Vern questioned whether I was affiliated with OSHA. The frequency of these 
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questions led me to believe that Vern was expressing a serious concern about such 
a possibility. Each time, I assured Vern that I was not affiliated with OSHA and that I 
would be sacrificing my integrity and position as a researcher if I were to betray his 
trust and report the repair shop to the authorities. Potentially unsafe conditions in-
cluded a lack of proper ventilation, the placement of large appliances such that they 
blocked the shop’s single means of egress, exposed electrical wiring, and uneven 
floors consisting of layered plywood patches. Although practices of the employees 
in the repair shop can resist conventional forms of quantification and governmental-
ity, they are less successful when the physical environment in which they are de-
ployed assumes a form that is legible to institutions of disciplinary power. While 
OSHA violations were numerous within the shop, their presence confirmed that 
OSHA had made few, if any, investigations in the decades of the shop’s operation. 
The relative size of the shop, employing no more than a dozen people, and its geo-
graphic and economic location might partially explain this outcome. Not only do 
the shop’s practices render quantification difficult, they also limit its relationship with 
conventional forms of institutional power, which might ascribe a low priority to it in 
view of its geographic and economic circumstances. 
Repair workers in the shop employ methods of organization that enhance the 
fluidity of materials, practices, and relations of power. We have already seen that the 
workers’ methods for resisting easy forms of quantification in service to governmen-
tality evade disciplinary power. Of greater transformative value is the role that these 
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methods play in enacting more fluid materials and practices. Through relational prac-
tices of repair, for example, the workers enact a copper wire as a tangle, a resistor, 
or a heat coil and thereby remove it from organizational forms that quantify and 
constrain its potential uses. The fluidity of the materials in the shop results from and 
actively produces a kind of labor that is similarly fluid. It is the indeterminacy of the 
materials themselves that reveals the work of repair as a contingent, relational net-
work of continually contested and reimagined social arrangements and relations of 
power. In this way, indeterminacy forms habits of action that resist the growth ideol-
ogy held by practitioners of capitalist social formations and also presents an alterna-
tive to the panoptic, hierarchical disciplinary apparatuses used by regulatory agen-
cies like the EPA and OSHA. 
Bodies & Appliances: Plastic Surgeons 
In the world of the repair shop, or the “hospital”, the workers jokingly call 
themselves “plastic surgeons.” Beyond the clever pun, this moniker derives part of 
its humor from the discontinuity that is evident in the material conditions of the two 
occupations. A Marxian approach to these differences might emphasize ways in 
which the rationalization of labor has systematically reduced the work of repair to 
the routine repetition of proletariat life, while plastic surgery continues to enjoy the 
freedoms of intellectual exploration and self-enrichment (Braverman 1974; Rose 
2005). However, instead of being potentially liberatory, this Marxian description can 
reify a strict delineation of intellectual merit that is, at the least, inconsistent with the 
findings of my fieldwork and, at the most, actively discriminatory (Harper 1987; Rose 
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2005; Strasser 1999). I do not intend to suggest that the economic conditions of the 
repair shop are inconsistent with a broad Marxian analysis and therefore inherently 
unjust, but rather that a Marxian understanding of alienation and satisfaction fails to 
capture the intellectual work that takes place in the repair shop. 
I came to learn through conversation that among those who do mechanical 
work in the repair shop, the highest level of educational attainment is some high 
school. Moreover, in the world of the repair shop, this limited degree of formal edu-
cation did not present a detriment to the work, skill, or intellectual ability of any of 
the workers. Traditional forms of schooling were understood to convey “big words” 
that did little in helping to diagnose and repair appliances. Universally among the 
repair workers, learning occurred through informal apprenticeships that took place 
alongside other workers and as part of the work of the shop itself. For Vern, this 
alternative education began at the age of fifteen when he began working for his 
cousin’s repair business, following along to fix appliances in customers’ homes. For 
Niko and occasional repair worker Spike, their apprenticeships occurred within the 
shop itself, working alongside Vern. The workers considered the benefits of this kind 
of learning to be twofold: it provided shortcuts useful for the work of repair and a 
thoroughgoing knowledge of materials in practice, as opposed to abstract descrip-
tion. In the shop, those deserving of the labels “skilled” or “smart” were workers who 
demonstrated the ability to make repairs based on their material knowledge. 
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One anecdote that Spike shared with me serves to illustrate the intellectual 
work of repair and destabilize familiar ideas of production and privileged epistemol-
ogies. During one job, Spike, working alongside Vern, noticed a hole in an aluminum 
condenser plate (an element of refrigerators) and speculated that something must 
have punched through the plate, possibly a screw driver. Vern explained to Spike 
that the hole came about due to a dent in the plate that was intentionally created 
during manufacture in order to seat the plate within its housing. After hundreds of 
cycles of cooling and heating, the metal in the plate weakened and eventually broke, 
producing the hole. Vern’s diagnosis, performed using the material knowledge that 
he has gained through acts of repair, grapples with potential engineering design 
choices that prove inconsistent with priorities of longevity and sustained use. Instead 
of reseating the replacement plate as it was originally designed, Vern used a small 
clamp that did not deform or weaken the plate to ensure that it would last longer 
than expected. Vern’s detailed knowledge of the physical properties of the metal, the 
effects of temperature fluctuations, and the original process of design made the repair 
generally and his specific improvement of the appliance possible. As Harper con-
firms in Working Knowledge, “Fixing and making are often very close together on 
the continuum of… working knowledge” (31). 
The dichotomy of hand and mind, perpetuated by conventional systems reg-
ulatory policy making, wage labor and educational opportunity structures, repro-
duces the naturalization of hierarchy in the organization of modern labor practices. 
These institutional actors rationalize labor in such a way as to separate physical and 
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conceptual work, and in so doing ascribe fixed capacities to those roles and the in-
dividuals who fill them. As a result, those who perform physical labor are rendered 
illegible as actors with the capacity to inform decisions pertaining to social organi-
zation (Rose 2005; Townley 1994). The above anecdote helps to dissolve such de-
lineations by highlighting the simultaneously intellectual and productive labor that 
constitutes the work of repair. In this context, learning takes place when the teacher 
and her or his student seek a mutual end, not the transmission of knowledge about 
the world to the student, but rather the repair of an appliance. This approach chal-
lenges traditional forms of education, especially the relationship between teaching 
and learning or between instructor and student, that we typically understand as being 
natural or inevitable (Biesta 2007). Biesta, through the use of an anti-essentialist po-
sition informed by pragmatism, reveals the tensions that exists in evidence-based 
educational research that can constrain desired outcomes of education to issues of 
effectiveness (2007). Furthermore, he probes the use of language that places teaching 
and learning as fused concepts, and instead proposes the possibility that the primacy 
of learning as the desired end of teaching be challenged in favor of the development 
of relational “concepts” in the learner, rather than a better understanding of a static 
world (2014). Together, these approaches to education, teaching, and learning, can 
dissolve familiar categories and binaries, like those around formal and informal ed-
ucation, and open up new spaces for inquiry into stratified ways of knowing and 
acting in the world. 
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Time: “I’ll find something one of these hours” 
In Principles of Scientific Management, Taylor draws upon his famous time 
and motion studies to outline what is today a guiding theme of capitalist labor man-
agement practices: the linkage of time and productivity. When defined in this way, 
productivity comes to mean the number of tasks that a worker completes in a given 
period of time, with the worker being deemed more productive as she or he requires 
less and less time to complete the task. By determining the units of time, the “proper” 
sequence of movements, and the sought end of the given task, practices of wage 
labor management naturalize domination as an inevitable and necessary means of 
organizing labor. Although we might be tempted to imagine that these notions prove 
more relevant to practices of industrial production in the early twentieth century than 
those of the present day, time continues to dictate the forms that tasks assume in 
many occupations and therefore remains a salient issue in modern labor practices. 
By focusing on a future outcome, often predefined, management prevents the worker 
from pursuing or even considering an alternative outcome on the one hand and dis-
courages the practice of uncertainty concerning methods and the commitments, 
whether ideological, moral, or ethical, that those methods support. To the extent that 
systems of wage labor management under capitalism enforce the notion that time 
dictates task, they render concerns of power illegible and constrain the transforma-
tive potential of labor. 
Workers in the repair shop understand time in a manner that is inconsistent 
with the the ideal of productivity found in capitalist labor relations. More specifically, 
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the practices of the workers there challenge the primacy of intellectual capacity as 
an essentialized form, as well as its role in casting them as undeserving and incapable 
of performing both conceptual and practical labor within a purported meritocracy. 
As my conversations with Vern revealed, the complexity of the task most often dic-
tates the use of time within the repair shop, with the conceptual and practical dimen-
sions of the work of repair thus resisting separation. The seasonal nature of repair 
work in Kensington, specifically when it demands that particular appliances, such as 
air conditioners and refrigerators, receive more attention during the summer months, 
is the sole consistent exception to the shop’s rule that the task dictates time. On a 
less broad scale, Vern determines the daily practices of the shop by jointly consider-
ing the tasks before him. On multiple occasions, I witnessed Vern jump between jobs 
as he discovered parts necessary for another repair, or alternatively lacked the re-
quired parts for a repair but knew that future repairs would unearth them, instead of 
focusing on a single task, completing it as quickly as possible, and moving on. In-
deed, Vern performed the conceptual work of planning through the practical work 
of repair as parts became available and the possibilities of future repairs became 
more evident to him. 
Vern is also conscious of the role that the deliberate allocation of time plays 
or does not play in his work at different moments. During one repair, for example, 
when he could not find a suitable replacement for the fan on a drier unit that had 
already been sold, he ceased working on it and instead started on another unit, as-
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suring me that “I’ll find something one of these hours.” I probed further into his state-
ment and asked when the customer was expecting the drier unit. When I asked if 
Peggy would get on his case if he did not finish the repair soon, Vern replied that the 
customer would not return for a day or two and that he was not concerned if Peggy 
had a problem with it because “it’ll get done when it gets done.” Vern went on to 
clarify that because no one else in the shop could perform this kind of repair, the 
customer and Peggy would have to wait until he could find the necessary part. Vern’s 
recognition of his position of power relative to others involved in the business ena-
bled him to dictate the time necessary to complete the task or, rather, to focus instead 
on the tasks that he could complete and not to concern himself overly with the time 
required to do so. This practice diverges sharply from the conventional operation of 
labor under managerial edicts of time and productivity. 
Trust 
The above anecdote becomes particularly salient when we situate it in a con-
text of economic logic and bureaucratic rationalization. Both of these conditions re-
move individuals from their immediate and intimate social relations. In so doing, 
they prioritize concepts like predictability and seek to minimize the risks of contin-
gent relations that rely upon personal interactions and trust. As Barbara Townley 
outlines in Reason’s Neglect: Rationality and Organizing, “the impersonality of for-
mally rational regulations is an essential element of ensuring constant, stable, and 
predictable results.” (Townley 2008, 103). In highly rationalized institutions of in-
dustrial production that operate on a large, sometimes transnational scale, stable, 
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hierarchically organized forms of management allow individuals to accurately pre-
dict the outcomes of commercial interactions. Furthermore, they render as both rea-
sonable and just the stability of domination through institutional disciplinary power 
such that individuals, often consumers in these relations, receive low-risk, predicta-
ble results. 
In the repair shop, Vern’s decisions about which tasks to undertake and when 
reflects conditions that are very different from those in large-scale, more structured 
workplaces. For Vern, time is instead contingent upon social, material, and seasonal 
contexts that increase unpredictability and risk while simultaneously destabilizing 
hierarchical organizations of power. Work becomes necessarily more enmeshed in 
personal social relations when workers make such decisions through discrete inter-
actions rather than formal systems of time management. In addition, hierarchical 
forms of power become less possible and relations of power become more fluid. 
While Vern recognizes that his unique set of skills grants him a position of relative 
power within the shop, its scale and financial position also require that customers 
possess some degree of power. When one such customer threatened to cancel her 
order and not place a down payment on a refrigerator due to the estimated time of 
repair, Vern responded to the perceived shift in power by capitulating and assuring 
her that he would finish all repairs two days earlier than estimated. This shift in power 
was possible in part due to a lack of formalized repair procedures, but also because 
Vern interfaces directly with customers on a regular basis, an unlikely circumstance 
in highly bureaucratized institutions. Thus, the work in the repair shop can prove less 
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predictable with respect to time estimates, power also shifts more easily through the 
informal networks of trust that sustain the business and the work of repair in Kensing-
ton. 
The Deservingness of Things 
The EPA’s warnings of the ecological peril associated with repair, industrial 
practices of planned obsolescence, and consumer shifts towards the disposal of old 
goods and purchasing of new ones portray used appliances as little more than trash. 
Moreover, these practices operate under ideologies of productivity and growth that 
prioritize narrow definitions of economic success over commitments to address ma-
terial inequalities. Consumer appliances, as enacted through the practices of indus-
trial capitalism, produce a material ordering that makes reasonable a hierarchical 
arrangement of the physical world; that is, a deservingness of things. 
Understood relationally, individuals whose work revolves around materials 
that the practices of industrial capitalism deem undeserving, such as the repair 
worker and the used appliance, undergo a connected marginalization. When insti-
tutions of disciplinary power enact used appliances as trash, the repair worker’s 
knowledge of an appliance not just as repairable, but as deserving of those repairs, 
is rendered illegible. A process of coproduction distinguishes the relationship be-
tween the repair worker and the object of repair, as the worker who fixes the object 
deemed undeserving of repair is her or himself deemed undeserving of the accolades 
that fall to those who possess more privileged knowledges within the unequal op-
portunity structures of a purportedly meritocratic society. The distinctions that we 
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might draw between the worker and the appliance, the knower and the known-
about, begin to lose salience once we understand them as serving to legitimate the 
ascription of deservingness and render inequities reasonable and just (Slaton 2010). 
Those working in the shop understand appliances to be deserving of repair. 
In direct opposition to product life-cycle analyses that impose a lifespan of ten years 
on consumer appliances like refrigerators, I observed in the shop many refrigerators 
that were older than myself but nevertheless marked as ready for sale (Boustani et al. 
2010). Vern even pointed out several aged refrigerators to me and stipulated that a 
few would not be repaired themselves, but would instead contribute to the repair of 
other appliances since they still contained serviceable parts. Vern’s material 
knowledge of appliances and their components allows for a practice of repair that 
produces a vastly different notion of what is and is not deserving of care and atten-
tion. 
I do not mean to suggest that workers in the shop deem all appliances and 
components worthy of repair. Many factors influence Vern’s decision to repair or not 
to repair a particular appliance, with some based on material properties like the dif-
ficulty of soldering a strong joint between aluminum and copper or repairing the 
minuscule components in a circuit board, and others tied more closely to the com-
munity that benefits from the shop’s work and the contingency of that work on the 
limited buying power of nearby residents. In the summer months, for example, as 
refrigerators break down more frequently, time becomes an especially important fac-
tor in deciding which repairs to perform and when, as the shop’s employees seek to 
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provide customers with functioning appliances that they can afford. Indeed, Vern 
and his co-workers might even disassemble a potentially repairable appliance in or-
der to repair a costumer’s existing one. The deservingness of things is thus contingent 
upon the personal interactions between the shop’s employees and the community of 
which it is a part. 
Chapter 6: Conclusion 
Pragmatist Ontology as Critical Tool 
In the preceding chapters, I have attempted to show the powerful implications 
of an ontological analysis of repair. Ontology can allow us to move beyond simple 
reflection on the bounded categories that we use to interpret and analyze towards a 
recognition of the contingency of all categories and the work of enactment that our 
selection of particular categories entails. The contents of our ontological toolkit, now 
full to its brim, reveal several vital implications. First, measurement supplies a means 
by which to conserve relations of power as it requires that we solidify delineations 
of human and non-human subjects, sustain the notion of an objective reality, and 
continue to privilege certain kinds of knowledge useful for implementing systems of 
measure. Second, affect and action become inseparable when we come to under-
stand demarcations between knowledge, action, and reality as shifting decisions that 
maintain relations of power, particularly around the categories of capacity and de-
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servingness. Third and finally, indeterminacy becomes a powerful tool in the illumi-
nation of our own priorities as we question the certainty with which we can rely on 
familiar, or novel, categories to enact our world. 
Destabilizing Capitalism 
Within these pages, I have endeavored to use an ontological toolkit in order 
to destabilize conditions that have come to feel in many instances like natural laws 
of capitalism. These conditions operate across economic, political, and interpersonal 
contexts as a kind of market logic that discourages, and in some cases prevents, us 
from questioning the validity of hierarchical distributions of power and privilege. 
Deservingness as a system of measure works across these social levels of scale to 
guide the actions of individuals, policy makers, management of wage labor, and ed-
ucators towards an asymmetrically balanced maintenance of relations of power. Eve-
ryday violence, as carried out through the use of deservingness to render the suffering 
of vulnerable populations a natural consequence of their embodied capacities as 
laborers and citizens, makes a further contribution. Attentive to the injustices that 
result from those relations of power, this thesis reveals some of the priorities embed-
ded within familiar delineations of deservingness and capacity. We can now see that 
the ever-shifting face of oppression serves as the glue that binds the disparate ele-
ments of these categories into a single, identifiable form. 
 
	 63	
Broader Implications: Enacting Capacity and Deservingness through Education, 
Infrastructure, Innovation, and Homelessness 
By applying an ontological analytical framework to an expanded set of sub-
jects, we have the potential to further unseat the seemingly natural laws of capitalism 
and the systems of disciplinary power that maintain them. This work is already under 
way in several fields, a fact which made this thesis possible in the first place (Law 
and Lien 2012; Fifield and Letts 2014). However, I believe that more work can be 
done within those fields, and elsewhere, to call attention to the contingency of the 
bounded categories that we use to enact our world. I encourage others to explore 
this issue as I myself plan to do in future work. 
One valuable avenue of research might use an ontological toolkit to examine 
further the purposes of education and its role in the enactment of the productive 
worker and the commodified citizen. Critical education studies have already begun 
to tackle issues of ontology, with works by Gert Biesta (2003; 2007) questioning the 
primacy of categories like teaching and learning in the practice of education, while 
historians and scholars in STS problematize educational opportunity structures that 
rely upon notions of capacity and deservingness embedded within categories of iden-
tity (Slaton 2010). These topics, as well as delineations of formal and informal learn-
ing, might provide a rich bed from which an ontological analysis can grow. 
Positioned alongside education are several other fields for which an ontolog-
ical analysis might prove valuable, including studies of infrastructure repair and 
maintenance, ideologies of innovation in “high-tech” sectors, and the construction 
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of “hostile architecture” in relation to homelessness. Significantly, scholars are al-
ready producing important work with respect to each of these issues (Edgerton 2007, 
Shea 2014). Such an ontological analysis would offer crucial insights about the rela-
tions of power embedded within the categories that we use to enact them across 
various disciplines. Lest we forget the epistemologically privileged position that it 
enjoys academia, too, is a viable candidate for ontological analysis, which might 
illuminate, among other things, the work done to maintain the delineations between 
disciplines themselves. 
While much of this conclusion reads as a set of recommendations to future 
researchers, I suspect that, given the limited readership of a thesis such as this one, 
it more realistically functions as a set of suggestions for myself. This thesis has ena-
bled me to explore and better understand a number of analytical tools that I plan to 
continue deploying. While I hope that sustained analysis in this vein might one-day 
lead to more equitable circumstances for those subject to deeply unjust systems of 
opportunity in labor and education, this thesis will not realize such an ambitious 
goal. For now, I take solace in the work that this thesis has done to make me more 
aware of issues of social injustice, as well as in the fathomless uncertainty that it has 
instilled in me. I can no longer accept my unquestioned categorizations as constitu-
tive of the world, nor can I leave unquestioned the role of “solace” in directing my 
work. Therefore, it is my hope that future works, including my own, will incorporate 
the methods of an ontological analysis as I describe it here to generate a profound 
sense of uncertainty such that we can continually probe the categories and systems 
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of measure that we, as human beings generally and as individuals, use to maintain 
relations of power. 
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